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Via a series of multimedia works featuring her family and other
animals, the New York-based artist explores the many ways in which
we communicate and miscommunicate with the world

words BRIAN DILLON portrait GLYNNIS McDARIS

NINA KATCHADOURIAN IS SPEAKING FROM HER CAR outside her
Brooklyn home, submitting to the familiar New York morning ritual of
moving her vehicle before the street-cleaning truck shows up, Alternate
side parking: its a mundane but apt metaphor for the work of an artist
ed some absurd automotive arrangements in the

past - for CARPARK (1994), a public art event made in collaboration
with S n Matheson and Mark Tribe at Southwestern College,
California, she spent a day organising thousands of cars by colour into
14 separate parking lots. For Natural Car Alarms (2002), she equipped
three automobiles with alarm systems that blared birdsong. More

than this, the unwield,

regime to which her adopted city submits its

car owners is somehow akin to the systemic absurdity that exercises

her art: Katchadourian is a connoisseur of ingenious but doomed

arrangements, senseless hierarchies, crackpot taxonomies.

One such, she notes wryly, is her own family: “We're such a
scrambled lot... the fact that my parents ever met is a strange thing." This
Is no exaggeration, so let me see if | can get this right: Katchadourian's

;
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father, Herant, is a Turkish Armenian, raised in Beirut, where as well as
his two native languages he learned to speak Arabic and French. There
he met Nina's mother, Stina, who
Swedish-speaking minority. He lez
moved to the United States. and h
palimpsestic) accents, neither of which their daughter has

ow up in Finland as part of the

ned Swedish, she Armenian; they

never lost their (now somewhat
inherited.
The mix made, Nina says, for the occasionally bewildering family
gathering: notably Christmas dinners, at which her mother, a literary
translator, functioned as a kind of switchboard between the members
of her polyglot (but not, as it were, omni

translation and mistranslation have long been familiar to the artist, and

amily. The vagaries of

not only in terms of language itself.

So far so cosmopolitan, but Katchadourian is not so much
such) than
the “tiny but unbridgeable gap™ bety
the voices, bodies and minds of the closest family members. There is,
she says, ‘a strange feeling of accident around being related”. Noticing

interested in ordinary diversity (nor cultural difference ac

in the troublesorne proximity, &H
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and less likely spouses grin at the viewer in garish hues, oblivio
crossing of national, racial, religious and historical borders: 2
Family of Man that would fit in one sket.

| used to have an artist’s
“that said | collect, dissect, translate :
processes, in other words, precede the diverse media in which she has
worked: sound, sculpture, video and photography ad well as the more

says Katchadot

>, mistranslate, and so on;

evanescent projects that persist only as documentation. One of these
Iast gives a clue to the taxonomic richness and formal lightness of much

of her work. Since graduate school in the early 1990s, she has been
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arranging other people’s books in enigmatic piles: their titles forming
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rerse, equally prevalent, is the sheer miracle of anything

beyond some debilitating divide, is
J

getting successfully communicated to anyone, ever. Reading and

misreading are locked in a comically recursive relationship: messages

are diverted from their proper destinations, but just as likely (and
impossible to tell from the first) is the arrival of a voice or a text from the

other side: from another spe

ay, or even trom inanimate objects
on, as in indecision on the Mo

nwalk, with all the coherent
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completely understand something.” It's this moment of being forced

something,. It may end up comple

eting
can be an immense amount of imagination invals

to adapt ones language to a new and only partially understood realit

In Talking Popcorn (2001), Katchadourian
rigged up a popcorn machine with a
computer that interpreted the patterns of its

seemingly random pops as Morse code
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